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AFRICAN POETRY AND THE MASQUERADE TRADITION:
\ STUDY OF EZENWA-OHAETO'S THE VOICE OF THE
NIGHT MASQUERADE

Binta Fatima Thrahim

Introducrion

[iterary productions in Black Africa have shown that the oral traditions could be
used imaginatively te produce 1ests, which have great acsthetic appeal even in
the medimn of the English language. Oratory materials like songs, heroic poetry,
chants and other historical and verbal elements have been employed to enrich
literary productions in Africa. The mask rradition is one huge arena of source-
waterial for aesthelic reinvention. [t is important 1o note that this tradition is
only recently being deployed as materials of poetic production. The unigueness
ol the masgquerade tradition s demonstrated in the capacity to combine the
Pt Eorneueee traditions as well us the verbal ot fonms, These vital clements are
noted By Buth Finnegan { R TE

Masquerades are masked figuies in speciul costumes with some
Lind of cnactments or representations  of the ancestors with
emphasts on music and danee. Musquerades we widespread in
Africa. They are only recognized and difterentiated through their
costumes and various artistic artifacts.

Musquerades are of different types and they vary in performance pattemn across
regions and cultures. One example is the Yoruba Aghepijo, which displays
carved wood objcets and sketches. This masquerade 15 different in function and
appemanee from poplear Yoruba masks such as Eguneun Evo, Gelede, Epa and
Liveba, Adedeji (1981 gives o functional deseription of some of these
masquerades in theatrical conlexts: “the Lebe troupe wis renewied for poetry
(iwf) and dance; Eiveba was popular fur acrobatics and dance; dghegijo was
Comous for sketehes: and Aivelahola for tableaux vivants”, Within the Igbo
cultural context, there are mask types such as fiele and N, [n the Northern
part of Migeria. muasgquerades exist wmnong nof-mosiem groups - the Bachama,
ldoma, Waja, Tiv, Jukun, Crepmai. Chamba and Afo. Moeove ancestral masks
are found in the Adamawa region of Nigeria. They perform during testivals to
honour the deities for the rich agricultural yields of the year.

Among the Nupes in Nigeria, ihere are masguerade fypes like .‘\quﬂ'ugfirr_m.
Vieva, Kricve, Fhabingi and CGugvagd, The Neledhogbova s the only Nupe
nuqueside hal perforns donng the dry seoson. The masquerade can be
et ibeed s o all figure with no head or limbs. The top of the mask is a round,
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Ezenwa-Crhacto's The Night Masquerade

tlat, plate-like object known as Kanga. It is made out of fresh broom strands,
Part of the mystery surrounding this masquerade is its ability (o cxpand,
contract, shorten and lengthen itself at will, The dead (ancestors) whom the
masguerades represent are o the Nupe people very much alive in the CONIMLILY
memory. The mask is the link between Man and the spirit workd w which the
ancestors belong,
Oludare (Majubu {(1978) abserves that various masks represent saricties of
cultural concepts, some leopard-like, some fish-like, bird-like and Tion-like.
They thercfore ke different forms in werms ol their appearances, costumes,
performances and patterns. However, they tead 1o serve the seme Tunctional
basis all over. M.L. Abadom (1990) in ~Artistic Meritage of Migerin™ adds thar

In the traditional beliel, masks provide a forum T interielions

between the pods, the living and the dead, These imeractions result

to and influcnee events that are of significance in the distribiution

and exercise of power and order., They are significantly used in

adjudication; executing decisions; and burial rites as well as contry]

of women, illness and erime. It is not surprising therefore that

masks arc fully utilized as emblems of powerful secret socicties,

For instance, the Ekine cult masks which represents life forms

especially of animals such as the crocodile are found in the rivering

environment {3).

As Romanus Egudu (1992: 31.32) observes, the mask tradition in the [gho
world exists in its gender and multifinetional dimensions, There are

Elderly male masquerades (who are usually the poet-chanters),
adult male masquerades, teenage male masquerades (called ofiba in
some parts of Igboland), old female masquerades {called mwachune
in some places), and young female masquerades_.. These different
types of masquerades perform different functions: Some  are
specialized in chanting, producing pottry; some run around
pursuing young men and teenage males in a game situation; old
female masquerades go from compound to compound inspecting
them for cleanliness and destroying pots and other household
utensils as punishment to the women of the bomes for their failure
to keep them clean; teenage male and young female masquerades
entertain people with dancing,

Mask traditions are available as materials for deployment in modern African
writing. One needs to emphasize that the literary intention behind Eremwma-



Binta nahun

Ohacte's The Vodce of the Niglht Masguerade 15 consistent with the on-going
tradition ol recreating oral traditions within the modern African hiterary context,

Tire Vioice of Continuity

[n The Voice of the Night Masguerade, Ohaeto uses the night masquerade as the
dageney for recovening and re-establishing the community voice and tradition.
Ihe poet presents the masquerade as 2 cultural body as well as an adaptive
ageney capable of accommodating the complexities of modemn influences. To
hin, o distancing froan the ancesiral Tcape may give a rather paradoxical
doctrine, Jeading o o wial conflic. In A call at dusk™, Ohaeto conveys
collectivism in the grammatical index of he first person plural “we' and the
possessive pronoun “our’ to indicate the community will. He repeats these two
promouns well enough for the reader not o miss the ultimate inlenbion. Take
these stanzas for instange:

A the eross roads of our future
We convey our pust memories
To sacrifice our present paing;

This is the crossroads
Spirits meet humans
Water meets the land
the clindd meets the aduly

We come to the rones of power
We artive at the powerful zones,
We send out the call here:
Where is he
Where iz akataka
Akataka who wrestled with lion?

COhacto utiliees the mioad vorce w estublish the fact that socicty can be developad
by alionment of resources rather than individualistic or {ragmental approach to
sucial mediation. The expression, “This 15 the crossroads” is symbolie. Tt alludes
e meeting point of the scemingly contradiciory celestial and terrestrial
torces. OF course, this problematic point is the defining moment at which
mierventional Toree is required. Tle ends the second stanza with the notion of the
land and water climing equal right of ownership. Also, the poet’s reference to
the contrast between the child and the adult is an indication of the venerated
power of the ancestors represented in the image of the mask. The masquerade
figure is the adult and the child is the imtruder. The ancestral and ritual




Ezenwa-Ohaeto’s The Night Masquerade

significance of the chant are borne in the special way the poet manipulates the
thythm of the poem:

We send out the call again

the drums call the sacred name
the flutes sing the potent name
Alkataka' Akataka!

Akataka! Akataka!

Akataka who wrestled with lion!
Do you know the identity

Either alive or dead

Do vou know the identity

the one who wrestled with lion?

The lines above reflect the poet’s effort to reconcile the transposed verbal
= ]

elements with the original source. The value of the rhythmie patem is
emphasized by Ray Benjamin (1976): 4

The masquerade has a characteristic rhythu., which is produced v
a suitable and an intrcate voice, instruments and stylized
movements, and this thythm supplies a compulsive force 10 the
voice renditions... It alsp creates a dramatic link between the
various elements of the masquerade, which iz often in different
parts of the village at the same time. (5)

Mo wonder then that the rhythm of masquerade’s appearance is codified as earth

rumbling, tree shaking, leaves flinging and wind stiring phenomenon, This is
very much like the Nupe Ndukogboya masquerade circumstance in which wind
stirring (dundufe) is a ritualized phenomenon, In the second part of this poem
titled “A call at dusk.” the poct makes the ‘anthole’ the terminal point for the
end of the fight. From this open end, the night masquerade responds to the
people’s call. The masquerade assumes the spirit form and is thus acknowledged
in symbolic terms: *ancient’, *birds’, ‘sacred’ ‘potent’ and so on.

The masquerade voice in “The mouth of the night™ is Invocative, The repetition
is a vital aesthetic form in invocation of the presence of the ancestors:

Might, companion and master
Might, dictator and director
MNight the pages of memory
Abeli di epwu!

Oje na nmuao!

The masquerade must go on!
the masquerade must go on!
slaughter of human lives
Why do you desire life?



IFinta haphim

[he poem bears imprints of ideas, values and conditions peculiar to the
masquerade and the ancestors they represent, They are poctically canonized as
the voice of zocial rhythm and cultural vision.

In “the spirit tes me 1o s carth”™ the poet envisages Tear as he recalls the long
memory of his birth. He relers to this fear as "an inward horror,” He uses the
spirit-medivn o explain his circumstance, a circumstance of a feeling of ‘a
sectel dread ™

My vodew 15 raised
Jumping over the valleys
Secking solace from pain
My voice is saised
he poet is however calimed down by the existing spiritual foree of his ancestors
whe are “Undivided by  nebulous  distinetions/seeing with a  thousand
cyes through stars of this night.” In the ancestors, he finds confidence and hope.
e spivits, he savs “make honey Trom poisoned lips of life.”
C¥acto promotes wonal unity by qecasting the spectrum ol the masguerade
diam pecompanimenis. In his list of Nigerian ritual droms e Tias the Yoruba
Sedhacres, T @ doee and the ©sa Kefekd The powt dhismisses e corruplive wse
ol these anencies in modern day money-driven intentions:
The poase ol raody adventiisciments
Prom the high nse apartments ol hes,
The noisy lengths of phone awards
[ the profusion of torrid titles
The rhythm of despair grinds on.

The land w5 ey importamt to the poet. It is the material condition for production
as well as the core of the people’s spiritual perception, The poet needs the
security and safety of the homeland for inner peace and harmony. As a chant,
the poem “The chant 15 the escort™ is enriched with elements of oral
performance The poct-chanter identifies with some natural phenomena, c.g. hill,
mushrooms, ashes, moon, and sributes the qualities of these natural forms to
himself By choosing his images from the immediate landscape Ohaeto recreates
the oral practice in which the pocl secks conneetion between art and ceology.
Putthenmore, the chant iz a reinvemion of the prelude format in oral poetry
where the performer renders a preliminary chant at the beginning of an extended
Artestic prdertaking.



Fronwa-Ohaeto™s The Nil_ahl; :'\-'[1151_;!.!!.:[:!114.‘
We Mourn the Dead, We Praise the Living

Ohaeto interprets the bond between the Iiving and the dead as 2 sacred relation,
It is a bond of ancestral memory which must be susiained through the ritualized
processes of chants and invocation. In the poem, A dance of doddering deiies™
Ohacto celebrates the dead in the form of apostrophe:

Babake! (ur father)

Hear your oriki song Apu 1woke! (lion ol man)
listen 10 your oriki

the python that owns the forest

the leopard that leaps at will

the panther that ever prowls

You are eclipse

Blanketing the land's wealth
You are night

Frvelipng the Load s hopes”
the channel of power

the burst of Hlash bulbs

the axe of people™s will

Here again, the poet rekindles the memory of the masks by seeking imupres from
the immediate landscape. Images of predatory animals and flora symbuods revenl
the sacred essence of the ancestor vore,

Conclusion

Erenwa Olacto's Tie Loie of the Night Masgnerade exemplilies the
connection which exists between orality and the written tradition. This study
revenls that the written product benefirs immensely from the acsthetic appeal of
borrowed indigenous forms. The masquesade chant imbues the wiitten lines
with special thythmic pattern which enhances the sound of the pocms. Most of
the pocms in Ohaeto’s collection evoke a remarkable musical cllect somewha
like the kind of cadences we lind in Chidstepher Okigho's Park of Dhnder,
Furthermore, the oial resources lift the written text from its seeming silence
Accompaniments such as songs, flute, drums and choral voives transfi m the
poems mto perfurmance status with all its intetactive agencics. At a period in
which aesthetic production is fast growing as a means of contnibuting 1o global
culture, oral influences create a canon of literature which s distinctively )
in both subject 2nd stvle
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